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A
FTER something has
happened, or an out-
come is known, people
often think about how
things could have
turned out differently. They imag-
ine what it could have been.
This typically occurs when
they wish something had or had
not happened. They think counter-
factually to reality by thinking “If
only…”
Counterfactual thinking also oc-
curs when people imagine how
things could have been worse.
These thoughts often begin with
“If I had…” or “If I had not…”
Counterfactual thoughts are
widespread in personal life, at the
workplace and in politics. It oc-
curs when we think about what
we or others have done, or not
done.
Psychological research tells us
a lot about counterfactual think-
ing. This knowledge is useful for
improving our own lives and the
lives of others.
Counterfactual thinking
is ubiquitous
IT IS human to think counterfactu-
ally. Counterfactual thinking oc-
curs in all areas of life, and more
often than we realise.
It occurs when we regret doing
something – “If only I had driven
home by the usual route, I would
not have been caught in the traffic
jam.”
The regret can also be over not
doing something – “If only I had
read that news article, I would
have answered the question cor-
rectly.”
We think counterfactually
when we are upset or assign
blame. Here is a common refrain
from advisers – “If he had fol-
lowed my suggestion, we would
have prevented this public out-
cry.”
Counterfactual thinking also oc-
curs when we feel relieved or
grateful. After a workplace inci-
dent, employees may think that if
the company had not implement-
ed safety measures, there would
have been fatalities in the inci-
dent.
Often, counterfactual thinking
is used to help people console oth-
ers or themselves. Accident vic-
tims may feel better when they im-
agine that the outcome could have
been worse.
When are people more likely to
think counterfactually?
Research has identified four fac-
tors. They are ease, closeness, ex-
ception and controllability.
First, counterfactual thinking
is more likely when it is easy to re-
construct the past event and imag-
ine alternative situations that did
not happen.
The second is when the actual
outcome is close to an alternative
outcome. That is why “near-miss-
es” are powerful.
When students missed a mark
to get into the next higher grade
category, or when they just made
a grade with the lowest mark in
the grade category, the “what it
could have been” scenario produc-
es strong emotions and actions.
And gamblers know what it is like
to miss the winning combination
by one number.
Third, if the negative outcome
is perceived to be due to an excep-
tional action that is non-routine,
it leads to powerful counterfactu-
al thoughts that last longer and re-
cur more.
For example, taking a new
route and then getting into
an accident produces “If
only...”
thoughts
that do
not seem
to go away.
Finally,
counterfactu-
al thoughts
are more likely
when we be-
lieve that the out-
come was due to
a controllable
event. Say a man
had a drink with col-
leagues after work and
was caught in a traffic jam
due to a fallen tree.
He returned home too
late to save his wife, who
had a fatal heart attack. The
man is more likely to mentally
undo the controllable event and
think, “If only I had not gone for a
drink…”
We are more likely to think
counterfactually when we believe
that something could have been
done to prevent the negative
event.
Ups and downs of
counterfactual thinking
COMPARED to what has hap-
pened (reality), the counterfactual
thinking may be upward (thinking
of what might be better) or
downward (what’s
worse).
This is illustrated
in a famous study
conducted two dec-
ades ago by psychol-
ogist Victoria Hus-
ted Medvec and her
colleagues.
The researchers
videotaped the emo-
tional reactions of
bronze and silver
medallists at the
1992 Summer Olym-
pics, at the conclu-
sion of their events
and at the medal
stand. The analyses of
their emotions showed that
bronze medallists are happier
than silver medallists.
This does not make sense if we
apply an objective criterion to hap-
piness. After all, second is ranked
higher than third.
Counterfactual thinking ex-
plains why less is more.
The silver medallist is thinking
an upward counterfactual about
winning gold. For the bronze med-
allist, the downward counterfactu-
al thought is finishing without a
medal.
In both cases, the comparison
with the imagined outcome has a
stronger effect on happiness than
the objective outcome.
Using different scenarios and
methods, subsequent studies
showed that upward and down-
ward counterfactuals have differ-
ent immediate consequences.
When people have upward
counterfactual thoughts, they are
thinking how things could have
been better. The immediate emo-
tions are typically regret, guilt,
blame, anger or other negative
feelings. When they are thinking
how things could have been
worse, the downward counterfac-
tual thoughts lead to positive emo-
tions such as feeling relieved or a
sense of gratitude.
It could have been better
IF UPWARD counterfactual
thoughts almost always lead to
negative emotions, are they not
maladaptive thinking? Why do
they still occur so often?
It turns out that thinking how
things could have been better can
be adaptive. Many studies have
shown that upward counterfactu-
al thinking has learning value in at
least two ways.
First, people are motivated to
learn from mis-
takes to avoid
the negative
emotions
genera ted by
upward counterfactu-
al thoughts. They be-
come more motivated
to prevent bad out-
comes. They will be more
focused on their goals, and
they persevere to achieve
them.
People who thought how a
project they completed could
have been better are more
likely to work harder and fo-
cus on doing a good job in
their next project.
Second, by thinking
about how things could have
been better, people are also
identifying the different
paths that are more likely to
lead to a positive outcome
when similar situations oc-
cur in future.
The interviewee who
thought he would have an-
swered the interview question
correctly if he had read the
newspaper that morning is like-
ly to prepare better for the
next interview, and per-
form better.
Upward counter-
factual thinking caus-
es negative emotions.
But it has learning val-
ue that can lead to
better outcomes in fu-
ture.
Thinking how it
could have been bet-
t e r c a n b e
short-term pain but
long-term gain.
It could have been worse
THE opposite applies to down-
ward counterfactual.
Thinking how it could have
been worse may be comforting,
but it may make one complacent
and less likely to learn from mis-
takes and improve.
When we think it could have
been worse, we are also thinking
that the current reality is not that
bad. So we are less likely to ask
what went wrong. It means we
are less likely to see the current
problems that are preventing a
better outcome.
Simple problems left undetec-
ted can accumulate over time to
become more difficult ones. So
thinking how it could have been
worse may be short-term gain but
long-term pain.
Which is why consoling or ad-
vising others or ourselves using
only downward counterfactual
thinking is not always a good
thing. This is especially when it is
not accompanied by an attempt to
figure out what went wrong.
When we think “If only…” and
all it leads to is regret, anger, grip-
ing or ruminating about the past,
our counterfactual thoughts are
working in a counterproductive
way.
When we respond to criticisms
and negativity by thinking it could
have been worse and begin to feel
better, it may not be a good thing.
Counterfactual thinking can help
more than it hurts.
When we are able to regulate
our emotions and mitigate the neg-
ative effects of counterfactual
thinking, we become more resil-
ient to hardships and failures.
When we use counterfactual
thinking constructively to learn
from mistakes and diagnose prob-
lems, it helps us become better
problem-solvers. We become
more adaptive to changes.
Finally, the influence that coun-
terfactual thinking has on emo-
tions, thoughts and actions is very
strong when it involves values
and affects people’s lives in many
ways.
In such situations, when peo-
ple are thinking what it could
have been, they are also thinking
what it should have been and
what it would have been.
Issues of immigration are good
examples. Both citizens and poli-
cymakers may be thinking how
Singaporeans’ quality of life could
or might have been if the Govern-
ment had let in fewer foreigners
in the past few years.
Some are thinking upward
counterfactuals whereas others
are thinking downward counter-
factuals. Either way, the counter-
factual thinking has a large impact
on how one feels and what one
thinks and decides to do.
stopinion@sph.com.sg
The writer is director of the Behavioural
Sciences Institute, Lee Kuan Yew Fellow
and Professor of Psychology at the
Singapore Management University.
Why bronze medallists are
happier than silver winners
Humans are prone to “it could have been better” or “if only” thinking.
Such counterfactual thinking has implications on personal and political life.
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HE flap over a teen’s response to a work-
shop on managing relationships aimed
at junior college students offers a teacha-
ble moment for youngsters and adults
alike. The Hwa Chong Institution stu-
dent had criticised the workshop for be-
ing sexist and reinforcing gender stereo-
types – a view she was perfectly entitled
to voice, in the spirit of discussion.
What followed were a welter of com-
ments from various quarters, including
the Education Ministry and the Social
and Family Development Ministry, as
well as not a few writers to this newspa-
per.
The learning point is the need to dem-
onstrate perspective and grace when dis-
cussing useful programmes on relation-
ships and sexuality that schools ought to
run, bearing in mind concerns like secu-
larity, culture and religious sensitivities.
Parents should not let this incident de-
ter them from allowing their children to
participate in such school programmes.
The school principal held the view
that “things can go wrong” when the
course provider is ineffective. Rather
than upbraid facilitators, it might have
been more edifying to look at how to en-
gage millennials and deepen their under-
standing of potentially contentious sub-
jects.
Influencing teens is no easy task
when they themselves can hold sway in
different areas, as Time magazine reaf-
firms with its annual list of the most in-
fluential teens. They can win fame and
get derailed like Justin Bieber, as well as
justifiably claim the Nobel Peace Prize
like Malala Yousafzai. There’s no ques-
tion they have a mind of their own and
have a mind to speak up when some-
thing is not quite right. In an unrelated
incident here, the daughter of a TV ac-
tor got an apology from a fashion store
over its choice of background music car-
rying what she called “woman-sham-
ing, woman-blaming lyrics”.
Against these developments, adults
can provide invaluable guidance not just
in the formation of values but also how
to dissect arguments and how to main-
tain civility and temperance even in the
most provocative situations. For exam-
ple, if there is a suspicion that certain
values are being propagated by groups
in public schools, this ought to be based
on well-grounded information. Or if cer-
tain gender stereotypes are deemed to
be plainly misguided, there should still
be room left for facilitators to harness
these examples with a touch of irony or
humour in order to enliven workshops
for teens.
Adhering to completely politically cor-
rect readings of issues would certainly
create no sparks, but this might also
mean shedding less light on interperson-
al dynamics. After all, today’s teens are
unlikely to pay much heed to pious
words when they seek a better under-
standing of how people really tick.
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The lesson in gender controversy
Counterfactual
thinking explains
why less is more.
The silver
medallist is
thinking an
upward
counterfactual
about winning
gold. For the
bronze medallist,
the downward
counterfactual
thought is finishing
without a medal.
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